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INTRODUCTION

THE REDISCOVERY OF the Celtic world has been an extraordinary revelation for many Christians in recent years, an opening up of the depths and riches within our own tradition that many of us had not before suspected. As I reflect on what it has meant to me, I think that above all it has enriched my understanding of prayer. It has taught me, and encouraged me into, a deeper, fuller way of prayer. I have come to see that the Celtic way of prayer is prayer with the whole of myself, a totality of praying that embraces the fullness of my own personhood, and allows me not only to pray with words but also, more important, with the heart, the feelings, using image and symbol, touching the springs of my imagination.

I like to think of it as a journey into prayer. The Celtic understanding of journeying is in itself so rich and so significant. It is peregrinano, seeking, quest, adventure, wandering, exile—it is ultimately a journey, as I try to show in the first chapter, to find the place of my resurrection, the resurrected self, the self that I might hope to be, to become, the true self in Christ. This journey is possible only because I am finding my roots—that familiar paradox known in all monastic life and a reflection of basic human experience, that only if one is rooted at home in one's own self, in the place in which one finds oneself, is one able to move forward, to open up new boundaries, both exterior and interior, in other words, to embark on a life of continual and never-ending conversion, transformation. To find my roots takes me back to the part of my self that is more ancient than I am, and this is, of course, the power of the Celtic heritage. In my own case there are both my family roots, which are Scottish, and the place where I was born, and where I now once again live, which is the Border country of Wales. But for any of us the Celtic tradition is the ancient or elemental—a return to the elements, the earth, stone, fire, water, the ebb and flow of tides and seasons, the pattern of the year as it swings on its axis from Samhaine, November 1, when all grows dark, to Beltaine, May 1, the coming of light and spring. To pray the Celtic way means above all to be aware of this rhythm of dark and light. The dark and the light are themselves symbols of the Celtic refusal to deny darkness, pain, suffering and yet to exult in rejoicing, celebration in the fullness and goodness of life. This is in itself a recognition of the fullness of my own humanity.

Coming from the farthest fringes of the Western world, Celtic Christianity (an expression I prefer to use rather than speaking of the Celtic Church)1 keeps alive what is ancient Christian usage, usage which like that of the East comes from a deep central point before the Papacy began to tidy up and to rationalize. This was more difficult in Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, the Isle of Man, Cornwall and Brittany, the main Celtic areas, simply because of geographical distance and the lack of towns. This point is of more than antiquarian interest: It also speaks to me symbolically, taking me back to the ancient, the early, both in my own self, and in the experience of Christendom, where I encounter something basic, primal, fundamental, universal. I am taken back beyond the party labels and the denominational divisions of the Church today, beyond the divides of the Reformation or the schism of East and West. I am also taken beyond the split of intellect and feeling, of mind and heart, that came with the growth of the rational and analytical approach that the development of the universities brought to the European mind in the twelfth century. Here is something very profound. This deep point within the Christian tradition touches also some deep point in my own consciousness, my own deepest inner self.

This tapestry of the riches of the Celtic way of prayer has about it something of the variety of shapes and colors that I find in a page of the Book of Kelts, and so I find myself asking where and how we can begin to unravel one of these extraordinary spirals or threads so that it leads us on into our exploration. I think that the essential starting point is the fact that Celtic Christianity was essentially monastic, as indeed the origins of Christianity in the whole of Britain were strictly monastic.2 The Celtic way of prayer was learned from the monasteries; it was from its religious communities that the people learned to pray. As a result, they learned that there was no separation of praying and living; praying and working flow into each other, so that life is to be punctuated by prayer, become prayer. If ordinary people took their ideas on prayer from this ideal of continual prayer, it should not really surprise us that when we uncover something of the way of praying that was handed down in the oral tradition and was collected in Scotland and Ireland at the end of the last century, what we find is lay spirituality, a household religion in which praying is inseparable from an ordinary daily working life.3

Those earliest years in Ireland and Wales forged a powerful mix between monastic Christianity and what existed already in the people to whom this Christian message was now brought. It was the way in which Christianity responded to what it found in these lands that gives it its unique character and emphasis. The Celtic countries lay on the edge of the known Western world, largely outside the Roman Empire, a people lacking the social molds and mental framework and cultural infrastructure the Roman Empire brought elsewhere. These were a rural people, living close to the earth, close to stone and water, and their religious worship was shaped by their awareness of these elemental forces. They were a rural people for whom the clan, the tribe, and kinship were important, a close-knit people who thought of themselves in a corporate way as belonging to one another. They were a warrior people, a people whose myths and legends told them of heroes and heroic exploits. Above all, they were a people of the imagination, whose amazing artistic achievements in geometric design, filigree work, and enameling can be seen in La Tene art, and whose skill with words (spoken not written) flowered in poetry and storytelling. This was a society in which the poet held a highly respected place, played a professional role, and where storytelling was taken seriously and demanded many years of study and learning. All this was taken up by a Christianity that was not afraid of what it found but felt that it was natural to appropriate it into the fullness of Christian living and praying. So the Celtic way of prayer is a reflection of this: It is elemental, corporate, heroic, imaginative. This is its gift to us.

As I have gone deeper in my exploration of the Celtic heritage, I have found that it has touched me profoundly at many levels that had not hitherto been a familiar part of my twentieth-century upbringing and education. I discovered that if I wanted to encounter Celtic Christianity, I had to look at poetry, and so I found myself being taken into the world of poetry and song. My own religious upbringing had been so intellectual and cerebral, a matter of going to church, of reciting the Creed, of saying prayers. And instead here was a world that told me books were not enough, that books could not express the wonder of the world that God had made:


The Father created the world by a miracle;
it is difficult to express its measure.
Letters cannot contain ity letters cannot comprehend it4



The Celtic journey that I am describing in this book is unlike any other journey I know. Its shape and its end are different, as are the songs I sing while I journey, the company I keep along the road. I have been brought into contact with the visual and the nonverbal, confronted by the power of image and of symbol. I have found myself thinking about God as a poet, an artist, drawing us all into his great work of art. I have been taken beyond the rational and intellectual and cerebral, for this world touches the springs of my imagination. I am reminded of what Thomas Merton said in Contemplation in a World of Action about the role of the imagination as a discovering faculty, as a means of seeing new meanings, and above all as an essential element in prayer:


Imagination is the creative task of making symbols, joining things together in such a way that they throw new light on each other and on everything around them. The imagination is a discovering faculty, a faculty for seeing relationships, for seeing meanings that are special and even quite new. The imagination is something which enables us to discover unique present meaning in a given moment of our life. Without imagination the contemplative life can be extremely dull and fruitless.5



So I have been brought face-to-face with a world at once very familiar and very mysterious, for I have found in the Celtic a worldview that touches on much that is common, shared, perhaps archetypal, in all human experience. I have become aware of how this way of seeing the world is common to all early peoples, to the traditional and aboriginal peoples throughout the world. Although I do not develop it here, I am sure that the exploration of this Celtic world will be prophetic for the future as we try to break down the barriers so that we may reach out to one another. This discovery of my own Celtic roots has meant that I have also become more aware of the riches of many other traditional peoples. I have found that much in the African or Native American experience speaks the same language as the Celtic, has a shared and common resonance. For I have found in Celtic understanding nothing of the highly individualistic, competitive, inward-looking approach common in today's society. Here, instead, everyone sees themselves in relation to one another, and that extends beyond human beings to the wild creatures, the birds and the animals, the earth itself.6 This has brought a sense of being a part of the whole web of being. There is something here of “the breathing together of all things” as Teilhard de Chardin put it, something of the mystery of coinherence of which Charles Williams writes in his novels. The new science speaks much the same language, of mutual interdependence. Here is the promise of a more holistic approach to the world, of healing of the many fractures that maim and corrupt each of us and the world in which we live.

The Celtic world touches all of this but yet remains totally unique, earthy, and mysterious, knowing darkness and pain but equally rejoicing in light, full of poetry and song and celebration, showing me the depths of penitence and the heights of praise, touching me in the secret hidden parts of my own self and yet connecting me with others. So although each of us is in the end solitary (and that is something that Celtic Christianity knows well), I am reminded that I travel in company with those who have made this peregrinatio before me, by the whole company of heaven, the saints and the angels, a “cloud of witnesses,” who surround me and who hold me up as I go.




1
JOURNEYING

THE WHOLE IDEA of the journey is basic to humanity. I think of the universality of the image of the quest, the myths of the Odyssey or the search for the Holy Grail, the many stories of wandering and exodus. The monastic life has always been that of continual conversion, moving on, the never-ending transformation of the old into the new. Jung's psychic reality is journeying on. If we say yes to Christ's call to follow him, our Christian discipleship asks of us to follow a man who had nowhere to lay his head. Christ himself is the Way and his followers are people of the Way. Just as he entered the wilderness, like Moses and the children of Israel, and made his own journey through life to death and resurrection and new life, so that pattern is inescapable for us all. And if in this model we see Christ encountering temptation and hardship, we, his followers, should not expect anything less. This journey will be costly and the Celtic tradition never allows us to forget just how costly. It is also surprising and risky, not necessarily following any clear-cut pattern of having some end and goal in view so that the purpose can be clearly established and then followed. For the really significant journey is the interior journey. As Dag Hammarskjöld said, “The longest journey is the journey inward.” It is here that I need help, and this is one of the reasons why I have found it such a source of strength and inspiration on my own journey to look at the Celtic understanding of peregrinano, a word and concept that is found nowhere else in Christendom.

The word itself is almost untranslatable, but its essence is caught in the ninth-century story of three Irishmen drifting over the sea from Ireland for seven days, in coracles without oars, coming ashore in Cornwall and then being brought to the court of King Alfred. When he asked them where they had come from and where they were going they answered that they “stole away because we wanted for the love of God to be on pilgrimage, we cared not where.” This wonderful response and this amazing undertaking comes out of the inspirational character of early Irish spirituality. It shows at once how misleading is that word “pilgrimage” as we use it and how very different indeed is the Celtic peregrinano from the pilgrimages of the Middle Ages or the present day. There is no specific end or goal such as that of reaching a shrine or a holy place that allows the pilgrim at the end of the journey to return home with a sense of a mission accomplished. Peregrinatio is not undertaken at the suggestion of some monastic abbot or superior but because of an inner prompting in those who set out, a passionate conviction that they must undertake what was essentially an inner journey. Ready to go wherever the Spirit might take them, seeing themselves as hospites mundi, “guests of the world,” what they are seeking is the place of their resurrection, the resurrected self, the true self in Christ, which is for all of us our true home.

So peregrinatio presents us with the ideal of the interior, inward journey that is undertaken for the love of God, or for the love of Christ, pro amore Christi. The impulse is love. And if the journey is undertaken for the love of Christ, then it argues that Christ must already hold a place in our lives.


To go to Rome
Is much of trouble, little of profit;
The King whom thou seekest there,
Unless thou bring Him with thee, thou wilt not find.1



This short poem reminds me of a truth I must never forget: I shall not find Christ at the end of the journey unless he accompanies me along the way. The same idea is expressed in a saying attributed to the wise saint Samthann of Clon-broney, who is reputed to have told the hermit who wanted to look for God in foreign lands: “Were God to be found overseas, I too would take ship and go. But since God is near to all that call upon him, there is no constraint upon us to seek him overseas. For from every land there is a way to the kingdom of Heaven.” 2

“Let us not love the roadway rather than the homeland lest we lose our eternal home; for we have such a home that we ought to love it,” wrote St. Columbanus, one of the greatest of all peregrini. At the end of the sixth century, already middle-aged, he had set out to wander over the face of Europe and was finally to die at Bobbio in Italy in 615. “Therefore let this principle abide with us, that on the road we live as travellers, as pilgrims, as guests of the world…singing with grace and power, ‘When shall I come and appear before the face of my God?’ “3

In those words “guests of the world” St. Columbanus has given me a phrase I treasure on my journey. In a later sermon he says “the end of the road is the end of our life, the end of our roadway is our home” and that again brings me back to the theme of “the place of resurrection.” I am reminded of Bairre of Cork, who traveled with an angel guiding him who would say at a certain place, “Not here shall be thy resurrection,” until finally they reached the place where Cork stands today and then at last he said, “Abide here, for here shall be thy haven of resurrection.” “The haven of thy resurrection” is another of these small phrases that I hold in my hand, as it were, and feel its weight and enjoy the richness of its meaning.4

However passionate the desire and however total the commitment, this way of peregrinano is bound to be costly. It means becoming a stranger and an exile to all that is familiar, safe. But the peregrini found an example in Christ, who willingly came down from heaven and so they could look toward him and see that voluntary exile is laudable since it is in imitation of Christ himself.5

It is an exile that demands the stripping of family and possessions, the rooting out from heart and mind of all one's own aims and desires. The great Celtic scholar Gou-gaud used to point out that God's command to Abraham always seemed to have had a special appeal to the Irish people as a call from God to sacrifice what was most dear to them. It is to take the words “Go forth” addressed to Abraham as words addressed to one's own self. St. Columba is reputed to have said in a sermon:


God counseled Abraham to leave his own country
and go in pilgrimage into the land which God had
shown him, to wit the “Land of Promise”—Now the
good counsel which God enjoined here on the father
of the faithful is incumbent on all the faithful; that is to leave their country and their land, their wealth
and their worldly delight for the sake of
the Lord of the Elements, and go in perfect pilgrimage in
imitation of Him.6

St. Columba, of course, in leaving Ireland for Scotland, knew exile only too well. He felt so deeply the pain of parting from his native country that he could say “the great cry of the people of Doire has broken my heart in four.” And sitting on the headland of Iona, looking across the straits at the land from which he is now exiled, a poem that is ascribed to him speaks of what that parting has cost him. He writes with a depth of sadness of what he is leaving behind, for it is not only his earthly kin, family and friends, and the warmth and security of the small, close-knit community that bonded them, it is also the nonhuman, the land itself, nature, each leaf of the oaks he has known and loved, and not least the angels, of which Derry is full. So he says farewell to his native monastic home and makes his way toward the isles of Alba, the early Scotland:


Great is the speed of my coracle,
And its stern turned upon Derry;
Grievous is my errand over the main,
Travelling to Alba of the beetling brows.

Were all Alba mine
From its centre to its border,
I would rather have the site of a house
In the middle of fair Derry.

It is for this I love Derry,
For its smoothness, for its purity;
All full of angels
Is every leaf on the oaks of Derry.

My Derry, my little oak-grove,
My dwelling and my little cell,
O living God that art in Heaven above,
Woe to him who violates it!7



“The path I walk, Christ walks it.” The opening words of a traditional poem attributed to St. Columba ask for the protection and support of Christ's presence on this journey wherever it may carry us.


The path I walk, Christ walks it May the land in
which I am be without sorrow. May the Trinity protect me wherever I stay, Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit. 
Bright angels walk with me — dear presence — in every
dealing.

In every dealing I pray them that no one's poison
may reach me.

The ninefold people of heaven of holy cloud, the
tenth force of the stone earth.

Favourable company, they come with me, so that the
Lord may not be angry with me.

May I arrive at every place, may I return home; may
the way in which I spend be a way without loss.

May every path before me be smooth, man, woman
and child welcome me.

A truly good journey! Well does the fair Lord show
us a course, a path.8



Thomas Merton, in teaching his novices at Gethsemani what they might expect from their monastic vocation, also used Abraham as the exemplar of a life that he saw as a journey, leaving home in search of God. By becoming a monk, he wrote, “one becomes a stranger, an exile. We go into the midst of the unknown, we live on earth as strangers.” So in a poem he can, like St. Columba, write of his own experience of exile.

We are exiles in the far end of solitude, living as
listeners,
With hearts attending to the skies we cannot
understand:

Waiting upon the first far drums of
Christ the

Conqueror, Planted like sentinels upon the world's frontier.9

By thinking nothing of the place of his birth, by
forsaking his own land, he sought to find it; by living
in exile he hoped to reach home.10

The Welsh saint of the fifth century, St. Brynach, who had his church at Nevern in Pembrokeshire, in speaking of “home” adds one more vital word to my understanding of the journey of the peregrini: the need to find a home, to be at home, in all the many levels that that word can carry. For to be earthed and grounded in the reality of being at home in one's own self and in the world around touches on something that is essential, necessary, if my journey is to have a form and shape. The apparent freedom and abandonment of the early Celtic world could give a misleading impression if it were ever to be mistaken for restless wandering. It is true that the early Celtic monastic rules, written in verse, unsystematic, concerned with the spirit rather than with practical detail, are very different from the orderly monastic rules of the West, such as the Rule of St. Benedict. It is also true that the early Celtic monastic sites randomly scattered, pluriform, proliferating, have the generous character of being wide-open cities that welcome all, monastic and lay alike. “Amor non tenet ordinam”—love does not concern itself with order—as St. Columbanus once said in a letter defending his own spontaneous, free-flowing style. But I need to remember that in all of this there is a sense of underlying purpose, an awareness of the importance of form and structure. Those like the tinkers whose journeys are meaningless are held in disfavor. Legend carried on in oral tradition has this story to tell: that at the time of the Crucifixion, when Christ was brought to the cross and when no nails could be found, a tinker woman blew up the fire and made the nails. And Christ, nailed on the tree, said to the tinker woman who was standing there at its foot, “Thou and thy kind from generation to generation, from age to age, shall be walking the ways and travelling the wilderness, without rest of night, without peace of day, because of the work of thy hand and thine ill deed.” 11 I am reminded of what St. Benedict has to say when he castigates the gyrovag, the aimless wanderer, the person who is never at rest but goes on continually seeking, drifting, living off other people, hoping for something new. This is not the Celtic way, and the openness of the peregrinano should never tempt me to forget that without the still center, the journey, whether inner or outer, is impossible.

We find in the Carmina Gadelica the poems, songs, prayers, and blessings, handed down orally from generation to generation, of a people who had a very strong sense of the journey in all its aspects. The whole of life itself is for them a journey from birth to death; there are the short daily journeys that are a part of their working life as they go about their ordinary and mundane tasks; and there are the longer journeys, when men and women leave home or leave the country. So the journey and the life itself are one whole. When the time came for Alexander Carmichael to leave the Isles, he went to say good-bye to all the people whom he had come to know and one of them, Mor MacNeill, who was “poor and old and alone” sent him on his way with words that always seem to me to reveal totally unselfconsciously the holistic way of seeing the world out of which the “journey-prayers” grow.


And you are now going away and leaving your people and your country, dear one of my heart! Well, then, whole may you be, and well may it go with you, every way you go and every step you travel. And my own blessing go with you, and the blessing of God go with you, and the blessing of the Mary Mother go with you, every time you rise up and every time you lie down, until you lie down in sleep upon the arm of Jesus Christ of the virtues and of the blessings.12



During his travels, Alexander Carmichael collected many beautiful journey-prayers and blessings of which this, from Ann Mackinnon, a crofter on the island of Coll, is typical:


The Gospel of the God of life
To shelter thee, to aid thee;

Yea, the Gospel of the beloved Christ
The holy Gospel of the Lord;

To keep thee from all malice,
From every dole and dolour;

To keep thee from all spite,
From evil eye and anguish.

Thou shalt travel thither, thou shah travel hither,
Thou shah travel hill and headland,
Thou shalt travel down, thou shalt travel up,
Thou shalt travel ocean and narrow.

Christ Himself is shepherd over thee,
Enfolding thee on every side;

He will not forsake thee hand or foot
Nor let evil come anigh thee.13



The journey blessing that comes from Mary MacDonald, a crofter on South Uist, has a sense of the presence of the Trinity accompanying the traveler, that profound and totally natural experience of God as Trinity that is so much a mark of Celtic prayer:


God be with thee in every pass,
Jesus he with thee on every hill,
Spirit he with thee on every stream,
Headland and ridge and lawn;

Each sea and land, each moor and meadow,
Each lying down, each rising up,
In the trough of the waves, on the crest of the
billows,
Each step of the journey thou goest.14



At the start of his journey the traveler asks a blessing for himself, thinking of the strangers whom he will meet on the road and how he will need the love of Christ, both to give and to receive, as he faces the unknown places that lie ahead. Carmichael tells us that his family and friends would start out with him and join in its singing.


Life be in my speech,
Sense in what I say.
The bloom of cherries on my lips,
Till I come back again.

The love Christ Jesus gave
Be filling every heart for me,
The love Christ Jesus gave
Filling me for every one.

Traversing corries, traversing forests,
Traversing valleys long and wild
The fair white Mary still uphold me
The Shepherd Jesu be my shield,
The fair white Mary still uphold me,
The Shepherd Jesu be my shield.15



When a son or daughter was leaving home in the Western Isles, friends and neighbors came to say farewell, to bring gifts and to pray for peace and prosperity in the adopted land. An old blind woman in Uist told Carmichael, “By the Book, love, you would not seek but listen to them although your own heart were full and overflowing and you striving to keep down the tears.” Before crossing the threshold of the old home, a parting hymn would be sung or chanted or intoned or recited in slow, measured cadences:


The benison of God be to thee,
The benison of Christ be to thee,
The benison of Spirit be to thee,
And to thy children,
To thee and to thy children.

The peace of God be to thee,
The peace of Christ be to thee,
The peace of Spirit be to thee,
During all thy life,
All the days of thy life.

The keeping of God upon thee in every pass,
The shielding of Christ upon thee in every path,
The bathing of Spirit upon
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